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THE FLORIDA, ATLANTIC AND GULF
CENTRAL RAILROAD, 1851-1868
by CANTER BROWN, JR.

T

HE role of the Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad
(FA&GC) in Florida’s development and politics, during the
period beginning with the line’s incorporation in 1851 and lasting
until its initial forced sale in 1868, was substantial and controversial. While the sixty-mile line was smaller than either the Pensacola and Georgia Railroad (P&G) or the Florida Railroad
(FRR), its eastern terminus was Jacksonville which, only a village
in 1851, rapidly developed into the principal port on Florida’s
Atlantic coast. Equally propitious, its western end lay at Lake
City on the edge of Florida’s rich plantation belt. The FRR’s terminus at Fernandina could not compare in potential to Jacksonville, and the P&G needed access to the latter port for the transshipment of cotton and other goods.
Knowledge of the roles of law and of public agencies as they
impacted on Florida’s railroads and, specifically, the FA&GC is
slight. Sources for the history of Florida’s railroads contain references to the passage of laws, court decisions, and administrative
actions; they do little, however, to analyze or explain the
dynamics and implications of those actions. An examination of
the experience of the FA&GC offers a glimpse of those forces
at play and casts light upon processes, events, and personalities
key to any understanding of nineteenth-century Florida.
By the mid-1800s Florida’s success at railroad building had
been minimal. Though several lines had been projected, a dearth
of capital, sparse settlement, and a lack of governmental support
had combined to postpone construction. In 1850, only a single
road in the state could be judged a success. That line, which ran
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the twenty-three miles from Tallahassee to the Gulf port of St.
Marks, was remote from the increasingly populous areas of the
state and offered no possibility of a vital Atlantic Ocean-Gulf of
Mexico connection.1
Such an Atlantic-Gulf railroad link was a subject of considerable interest to Floridians in the 1840s. Following statehood in
1845 that interest was expressed in a growing sentiment for legislative action to spur the construction of a transpeninsular line.
United States Senator David Levy Yulee was the first to capitalize
on the plan when, in 1849, he secured incorporation of the Atlantic and Gulf Railroad. Yulee’s success was not hailed by
everyone, and it quickly provoked others to action.2
Although Yulee in 1849 was Florida’s most powerful Democrat, the elections of 1848 resulted in control of the state legislature by Whigs and the election of Thomas Brown, a Whig, as
governor.3 One center of Whig strength in the state was Jacksonville. Among its leaders were individuals determined that, if an
Atlantic to Gulf railroad were to be built, it should be controlled
by themselves and their allies. They also believed that the line’s
eastern terminus should be Jacksonville.4
Plans for a Jacksonville-based railroad developed slowly, and
before they could be presented to the legislature elections in October 1850 resulted in Democratic control of that body by a narrow majority. Governor Brown remained in office, however, and
opened the legislative session in November with a call for an
overall state system of railroads and a board of internal
improvement dominated by Whiggish public officials and appointees. Had that action not gotten the assembly’s attention,
Brown’s next action certainly did. He vetoed a Yulee-backed bill
aimed at increasing the capitalization and powers of the Atlantic
and Gulf Railroad. His message of support for a Jacksonvillebased, Whig-controlled line was clear. Within two weeks after
the veto, the legislature passed and the governor signed the charter of the Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad.5
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

George W. Pettengill, Jr., The Story of Florida Railroads, 1834-1903 (Boston,
1952), 8.
Arthur W. Thompson, “The Railroad Background of the Florida Senatorial Election of 1851,” Florida Historical Quarterly 31 (January 1953), 185.
Herbert J. Doherty, The Whigs of Florida, 1845-1854 (Gainesville, 1959),
30-31.
Thompson, “Railroad Background,” 187.
Ibid., 187-88.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss4/3

2

Brown, Jr.: The Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad, 1851-1868

ATLANTIC

AND

G U L F C E N T R A L RA I L R O A D

413

Engraving of a Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad train passing in front
of Jacksonville’s Judson House hotel. The hotel was burned by Confederate
forces in March 1862. Reproduced from Jacksonville’s Ordeal by Fire: A Civil War
History, by Richard A. Martin and Daniel Schafer.

One student of the actions of the 1850-1851 Florida legislature has emphasized that neither Whigs nor Democrats were opposed to internal improvements or railroad construction.
“Rather,” Arthur Thompson wrote, “differences seem to have
been confined to determining which party would initiate and
successfully complete the system, creating thereby not only political capital for the perpetuation of party power-so essential in
the light of national events— but also private capital for the advancement of those concerned.“6
The struggle for party advantage in the 1850-1851 legislative
session did not end with the incorporation of the FA&GC; the
assembly also took up the question of the re-election of Yulee
to the United States Senate. Several disaffected Democrats,
primarily from Monroe County where fears were prevalent that
the development of Cedar Key as Yulee’s railroad terminus on
the Gulf would divert substantial business from Key West, combined to deny Yulee a majority vote. In turn, Whigs joined the
disaffected Democrats to ensure the election of Key West Democrat Stephen R. Mallory as United States Senator.7 Within a short
while, Mallory began to repay the political debts he thus incurred.
6.
7.

Ibid., 188.
Ibid., 189-92; New-York Daily Tribune, April 15, 1853.
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The FA&GC, as approved by Governor Brown on January
24, 1851, was an ambitious concern. It was authorized to construct a line stretching from a location on the east coast to “some
suitable point on the Gulf of Mexico in West Florida.” Its capital
was set at $3,000,000, and the state promised to subscribe
$1,000,000 of its stock after the first $2,000,000 had been raised
from private sources. If that goal was not achieved within the
six-month subscription period, the state still offered to purchase
stock equal to one-third of the amount actually subscribed. The
state also granted the company rights of eminent domain so long
as the power was exercised as “necessary for completion of the
work” and subject to the payment of “adequate compensation.“8
Concurrently, the legislature memorialized the Congress “for
such grant of public land, in aid of the construction of ‘the
Atlantic and Gulf Central railroad,’ as the great importance of
said work may, in the wisdom of Congress, appear to justify.“9
Despite the generous terms of the FA&GC charter, its organizers were unable to secure any substantial subscriptions of
its stock. Within a short time they had returned to the legislature
for amendments designed to make the offer more attractive. A
compliant assembly, reflecting similar actions by the legislatures
of other states, agreed to the proposals, and on January 7, 1853,
they were approved by the governor. While numerous changes
were made, the most important dealt with the terms of the state’s
support for the road. The state stock purchase provision was
deleted and, in its stead, the state pledged public lands “necessary
for the construction of the work,” any acreage which Congress
might grant to the state for construction of the road, and one-half
of state-owned and railroad-reclaimed “swamp and overflowed
lands” through which the line would pass. The eminent domain
power again was extended, as well as a provision to exempt the
road’s property from taxes until five years after its completion.
Provisions of the earlier charter reserving the right of taxation
and to repeal the charter were eliminated.10 All was not good
8.

9.
10.

The concept of state ownership of railroad stock in Florida was not new
in 1851. As early as 1837 the territorial council had authorized such purchases and, in the 1840s, Democrats including David Yulee had advocated
public ownership of the lines. Thompson, “Railroad Background,” 184;
Laws of Florida (1850-51), 37-46.
“Resolutions and Memorial of the Legislature and Governor of Florida,”
House Misc. Dot. 11, 31st Cong., 2d sess., 1.
Laws of Florida (1852), 22-31.
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news for the FA&GC, however, for on the following day the
governor also approved the incorporation of the David Yuleesponsored Florida Railroad, a successor to his Atlantic and Gulf
Railroad.11
A contest thus was joined in the early months of 1853 between
the FA&GC and the FRR. Their immediate goal was to secure
Congressional favor and largess, a desire shared by many of
their counterparts around the nation. The previous year the
FA&GC had received encouragement when a House committee
had endorsed a grant in its favor, but that measure had died
without further action being taken.12 In 1853 both lines again
turned their attention to the Congress. Discussions with Senator
Mallory led FA&GC officials in November to stress to the public
that the news from Washington was of an “encouraging character.“13 At the same time Florida Congressman Augustus E. Maxwell, a Democrat, agreed to give David Yulee his support.14
The competition erupted early in 1854 into a major political
squabble. Mallory introduced a bill granting alternate sections
of public land between Jacksonville and Pensacola to the FA&GC.
When the Senate considered the bill in March, however, Mallory
was absent, and Yulee’s friend, Senator A. C. Dodge, substituted
provisions to the favor of the FRR. With Representative Maxwell’s support assured in the House, Yulee’s victory seemed certain. Within months, though, the bill died as a result of general
opposition by eastern representatives to “the entire policy of the
special-bill advocates” for public support of railroad construction.15
Backers of the FA&GC, though they did not give up their
quest, were disheartened by the Congressional events of 1854.
Their chagrin was heightened by a split among prominent
Florida Whigs as to whether a railroad even was desirable. Under
the leadership of Jacksonville’s Isaiah D. Hart and Lake City’s
Silas Niblack, local businessmen as early as 1852 had incorporated the Jacksonville and Alligator Plank Road Company (until
11. Arthur W. Thompson, “David Yulee: A Study of Nineteenth Century
American Thought and Enterprise,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1954), 81.
12. House Report 135, 32d Cong., 1st sess., 1.
13. Jacksonville Florida Republican, November 10, 1853.
14. Thompson, “David Yulee,” 83.
15. Ibid., 84-85.
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1859 Lake City was known as Alligator).16 By 1854 the plank
road for vehicles and foot traffic, involving substantially less cost
than a railroad, was under construction from Jacksonville.17 Its
length during the year reached ten miles.18
Congressional setbacks and the construction of a plank road
by no means eliminated Jacksonville’s need for a railroad. In the
early 1850s Jacksonville began its first real period of sustained
growth. By mid-decade its population had reached 1,800, up
some 80 percent in five years .19 More importantly, during the
same period the town gained an important industry, lumbering.
In 1855 several recently constructed saw mills were in operation
about the town, and others were located in the vicinity.20 As one
resident recorded, “With the exception of the saw mills, there
was no industry here.“21 As Jacksonville became a lumbering
center, Columbia County, of which Lake City was the seat, embraced King Cotton. Though the local plantations were not
huge, cotton became the county’s dominant cash crop. Unlike
some other areas, though, Columbia County’s agricultural sector
enjoyed a diversity with tobacco, livestock, and vegetables being
produced in quantity.22 Thus, at about the same time— in the
mid-1850s— Jacksonville was in need of an efficient and inexpensive way to transport logs and lumber and Columbia County
wanted a way to transport cotton and other agricultural commodities to market. A plank road might help, but a railroad was
the best answer.
Subsequent events indicate that by the fall of 1854 the backers
of Florida’s proposed railroads had begun to understand the
need for cooperation and, to some extent, scaled-down expectations. The realization of those facts publicly appeared first
in the address of Democratic Governor James E. Broome to the
General Assembly in November 1854. Broome wholeheartedly
embraced the concept of state support for internal improvements
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Jacksonville Florida Republican, January 13, 1852; Edward F. Keuchel, A
History of Columbia County, Florida (Tallahassee, 1981), 75.
Jacksonville Florida Republican, February 2, 1854.
Jacksonville Tri-Weekly Florida Sun, January 25, 1876.
Ibid., January 22, 1876.
Thomas Frederick Davis, History of Early Jacksonville, Florida: Being an Authentic Record of Events from the Earliest Times to and Including the Civil War
(Jacksonville, 1911), 117.
Jacksonville Tri- Weekly Florida Sun, January 22, 1876.
Keuchel, History of Columbia County, 60.
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and urged the development of a plan to encourage construction
of such projects.23
Responding to Broome’s lead the legislature enacted in January 1855 “An Act to provide for and encourage a liberal system
of Internal Improvements in the State.” The new law established
an Internal Improvement Trust Fund (IITF), headed by prominent state officials acting in an ex-officio capacity, and it transferred title to all state lands to the fund. The measure then
identified several routes for railroads which it determined to be
“proper improvements to be aided from the Internal Improvement Fund,” one of which was that proposed for the FA&GC.
The promised aid was substantial. Alternate sections of state
lands for six miles on both sides of each road were pledged,
capital stock of the railroads was exempted from taxation in
perpetuity, other railroad property similarly was exempted for
thirty-five years after completion of the line, counties and
municipalities were authorized to purchase railroad stock, and
competitive roads were prohibited within twenty-five miles of
an authorized line.24
The Internal Improvement Act contained additional provisions which, however attractive they may have seemed in 1855,
were to haunt railroad companies and the state in years to come.
Section 8 authorized the companies to issue thirty-five-year construction bonds at the rate of $8,000 per mile and, additionally,
equipment bonds in the amount of $2,000 per mile. According
to the law, the bonds were to “constitute and be a first lien or
mortgage upon the road-bed, iron, equipment, workshops, depots and franchise.“25 The sweetener came in Section 13: “[T]he
Internal Improvement Fund shall pay [any] deficiency due on
account of interest, from time to time, as it may fall due.“26
These seemingly desirable terms masked the dangers they
held for Florida’s railroad entrepreneurs. Specifically, the act
also required payments by railroads to the IITF of 50 percent
of net receipts each six months to be applied toward interest
charges on the bonds. After completion of a road, its management additionally was required to pay to the trustees “at least
one-half of one per cent. on the amount of indebtedness, or
23.
24.
25.
26.

Thompson, “David Yulee,” 86.
Ibid., 86-87; Laws of Florida (1854), 9-19.
Laws of Florida (1854), 13.
Ibid., 14.
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bond account, every six months, as a sinking fund.” In case a
railroad failed to make a required payment the law mandated:
“[I]t shall be the duty of the Trustees, after the expiration of
thirty days from said default or refusal, to take possession of
said railroad . . . and advertise the same for sale at public auction
to the highest bidder . . . as they think most advantageous for
the interest of the Internal Improvement Fund and the bondholders.“27 An 1861 attorney general’s opinion offered some
reassurance to railroad investors, however, by stressing that the
board’s duty was not absolute and that it had discretionary
power not to act if the board felt inaction to be in the best
interest of the fund.28
Whatever it might bode for the future, thoughts of default
and forced sale were far from the minds of FA&GC backers in
the opening weeks of 1855. Quite the contrary, enthusiasm
marked their reaction to the successful passage of the Internal
Improvement Act. The company’s stock books were reopened
on January 15, and, at about the same time, plans for the
Jacksonville and Alligator Plank Road were abandoned. Many
of the plank road backers— including Isaiah Hart and Silas Niblack— subscribed to FA&GC shares.29
Though increased public support at Jacksonville and Lake
City portended well for the FA&GC, stock subscriptions proved
insufficient. On April 24 the board ordered that the subscription books remain open.3 0 The company also sought to exploit
that portion of the Internal Improvement Act that authorized
local governments to purchase stock. Dr. Abel Seymour
Baldwin, the corporation’s president, already had begun urging
leaders of Duval, Columbia, and Hamilton counties to subscribe
to its shares.31 Baldwin’s efforts came to fruition in May when
Jacksonville’s voters approved a bond issue for purchase of
$50,000 in shares, and Columbia County the following month

Ibid., 11, 14.
John Melvin DeGrove, “The Administration of Internal Improvement
Problems in Florida, 1845-1849” (master’s thesis, Emory University, 1954),
149-51.
29. Jacksonville Florida Republican, January 18, 1855; Jacksonville Tri-Weekly
Florida Sun, January 25, 1876; Jacksonville Semi-Weekly Republican, June 19,
1856.
30. Jacksonville Florida Republican, May 3, 1855.
31. Ibid., February 1, 15, 1855.
27.
28.
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A $2.00 change bill issued c. 1859-1862 by the Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central
Railroad. Reproduced from The Illustrated History of Florida Paper Money, by
Daniel G. Cassidy.

authorized the issuance of bonds for stock in the amount of
$100,000. 32
As the FA&GC’s financial position brightened, its officers
sought to assess pragmatically the scope of work the line was
prepared to undertake. Economic conditions were right for a
Jacksonville-to-Lake City road, while the company’s ability to
extend to Pensacola lay sometime in the future. Accordingly, in
May 1855 the company appointed representatives to negotiate
with a competing road, the Pensacola and Georgia Railroad
Company. The lines agreed that the FA&GC would initiate construction at Jacksonville and that the P&G would do the same
in Middle Florida. The two roads, it was understood, would
meet at Lake City.33
On February 2, 1856, Dr. Baldwin notified the IITF of his
line’s acceptance of the terms of the Internal Improvement

32.

33.

The Jacksonville vote was held May 15, 1855, and the results were ninetyseven “yes” and sixty-five “no.” The bonds— Jacksonville’s first— were issued January 1, 1857, at 8 percent. One-half were due January 1, 1867,
and the remainder January 1, 1872. Columbia County approved its bond
issue on June 21, 1855. The margin of approval was “some 100 votes.”
The thirty-year bonds paid 8 percent interest. T. Frederick Davis, History
of Jacksonville, Florida, and Vicinity, 1513 to 1924 (Jacksonville, 1925; facsimile ed., Gainesville, 1964), 317; Keuchel, Columbia County, 71.
Savannah Georgian & Journal, December 29, 1856; The Florida, Atlantic &
Gulf Central R. R. Co. v. The Pensacola & Georgia R. R. Co., 10 Fla. Reports
145 (1862), 152.
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Act. The company’s potential for success was enhanced two
months later when the Congress— with the support of Senator
Mallory, recently re-elected Senator Yulee, and Representative
Maxwell— approved a law granting to certain Florida roads
“every alternate section of [federally owned] land . . . for six
sections in width on each side of each of said roads.” Additionally, the law mandated that “the United States mail shall be
transported over said roads” and authorized the postmaster
general to determine an appropriate compensation. 35 After
years of frustration, the building of the FA&GC line could commence.
The story of the actual construction of the Jacksonville-toLake City road has been related elsewhere.36 For present purposes it is sufficient to note that problems beyond the control of
FA&GC management constantly beset their attempts to complete the line. While the FA&GC struggled with those problems,
the board of trustees of the IITF generally honored its commitments for land transfers and interest guarantees, but not without some confusion. The board for the most part lacked any
definite overall policy during the period and decided most issues
“on the spur of the moment.“37 In addition, occasionally the
Democratic board’s actions hinted, at best, that it was unwilling
to support the FA&GC beyond the strict wording of the law or,
at worst, of discrimination against it to the favor of roads such
as Yulee’s Florida Railroad (then under construction from Fernandina through Gainesville to Cedar Key).
The first such incident occurred in July 1857 when new company president J. P. Sanderson requested assurance that the
IITF would purchase FA&GC bonds in the same manner that it
34.

35.
36.
37.

A. S. Baldwin to Trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund of the State
of Florida, February 2, 1856, rectangular file box “Pensacola and Georgia
and Tallahassee Railroads,” Land Records and Title Section, Florida Department of Natural Resources, Tallahassee (hereafter, P&G file, DNR).
U.S. Statutes at Large, XI, 15-16; Congressional Globe, 34th Cong., 1st sess.,
XXV, pt. 2, 1220-26.
Paul E. Fenlon, “The Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central R. R.: The First
Railroad in Jacksonville,” Florida Historical Quarterly 32 (October 1953)
71-80.
Minutes of the Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund of the
State of Florida, 39 vols. (Tallahassee, 1902-1974), I, 23-24, 53, 75, 90-92,
123-25, 148-49, 166-68, 177-79 (hereafter, Minutes); DeGrove, “The Administration of Internal Improvement Problems in Florida, 1845-1869,”
138.
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had purchased those of other lines. In response the board vacillated, simply notifying Sanderson that it had “[no] funds in
hand for the purpose.” Not until February of the following year
did the board act, and then it authorized purchase of $45,000
of the cash-starved company’s bonds at only ninety cents on the
dollar. 38 The second instance involved approval of FA&GC
bonds for the purchase of iron. The question arose in the summer of 1858 when the line was able to secure rails only at a lesser
weight than hoped. When the road’s agent, George L. Bryant,
requested approval of bonds to pay for the iron, the board—
perhaps with the acquiescence of Bryant and the company’s
management— approved only $7,323 in bonds for each mile,
rather than the $8,000 authorized by law.39 Clearly, however,
the line’s officers continued to believe it was entitled to the approval of the full $8,000 per mile.40
What appeared at the time as minor problems with the Internal Improvement Trust Fund were overshadowed for the
FA&GC beginning in 1858 by a rupture in its cooperative arrangements with the Pensacola and Georgia Railroad. The two
lines, at least in the understanding of FA&GC management,
had agreed to a juncture at Lake City, the P&G running from
that point westward to Pensacola. While the P&G proved willing
to build a line from Quincy to Lake City, it soon turned its
attention to the possibility of a link with Savannah through connections in southwest Georgia. The impact of such a decision on
the FA&GC would have been substantial, as the far larger port
of Savannah likely would have drained off a considerable
amount of the business otherwise headed to and from Jacksonville. 41 After negotiations failed to resolve the dispute, the
FA&GC in 1861 filed for injunctive relief in the circuit court for
the Middle District of Florida.42 Disappointed in that forum, the
road appealed to the Florida Supreme Court, which refused in
1862 to grant the demanded relief. That the court’s decision
38.
39.
40.
4 1.

Minutes, I, 53, 75
Ibid., 91-92.
Ibid., 279-80.
Annual Report of the Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Rail Road Company,
With the Statement of the President and Directors, at Their Meeting, Held in
Jacksonville, Fla., on the 17th day of July, 1860 (Jacksonville, 1860), 20-33
(hereafter, Annual Report).
42. Jacksonville Florida Union, July 14, 1866.
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The Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad issued its third and final series
of change bills in 1863. This $5.00 note is an example. Reproduced from The
Illustrated History of Florida Paper Money, by Daniel G. Cassidy.

was based upon considerations other than a strict interpretation
of the law is suggested in its closing remarks: “While our courts
will sacredly guard the rights of private property, they will not
forget that the community also have rights, and that the happiness and well being of every citizen depends on their faithful
preservation.“43 The court acted most directly for the “faithful
preservation” of the rights of the Pensacola and Georgia Railroad, but its action soon was mooted. The onset of the Civil War
temporarily caused P&G management to abandon its plans.
Despite the problems confronting them, the officers of the
FA&GC pushed ahead with construction of the road. As track
was laid and equipment arrived, trains were placed in operation
on completed segments of the line. Though the entire road was
not opened until March 1860, the company was able to show a
small surplus of gross receipts over costs of transportation for
the first six months of 1859.44 Figures in its annual report dated
July 1860 were even more promising. For the previous twelve
months gross receipts (including freights, passage, and mail)
came to $42,749.67. Expenses of transportation amounted for
the same period to $27,122.14, leaving a surplus balance of

43.

Florida, Atlantic & Gulf Central R. R. Co. v. Pensacola & Georgia R. R. Co.,
178; Robert B. Lewis, “Railroad Cases in the Florida Supreme Court 18451887,” Florida Supreme Court Historical Society Review 1 (Winter 1985), 3-5,
10-12.
44. John P. Sanderson to Trustees of I. I. Fund, July 10, 1859, P&G file, DNR.
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45

$15,627.53. The company valued the excess of its assets over
liabilities at the same time in the amount of $118,017. 13.46
One sidelight to company financial affairs during the period
was the beginning issuance by the line of “change bills.” These
bills, though not legal tender, were utilized by railroads to make
change. The bills circulated widely and were accepted readily in
the state.47 The first FA&GC issue came in 1859, followed by
issues of 1859-1861 and 1863. Denominations included $1.00,
$2.00, and $5.00.48 As of June 30, 1860, the company carried
$10,353 of these “transportation certificates” on its books.49 Six
and one-half years later over $4,000 worth remained outstanding.50
At the outbreak of the Civil War the affairs of the FA&GC
generally were in an orderly and prosperous condition. Perhaps
placing it at a disadvantage to other lines, however, were the
avowedly Unionist sentiments of many of its officers and shareholders such as Isaiah D. Hart, his son Ossian B. Hart,
and former line president A. S. Baldwin.51 By contrast, it was
believed by some individuals that FRR president Yulee supported secession as a method by which his line’s indebtedness to
northern investors might be canceled.52 Most FA&GC bondholders of the time apparently were Floridans.53
The impact of the war hurt all of Florida’s rail lines. The
Union naval blockade interdicted commerce through the
railhead ports of Fernandina, Jacksonville, and St. Marks, stopping the flow of transportable goods, spare parts, new rolling
stock, and replacement iron. The efficiency of the lines suffered
accordingly, and complaints of poor management that were to

45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

Annual Report, 34-35.
Ibid., 14.
David Y. Thomas, “Florida Finance in the Civil War,” Yale Review 16 (19071908), 312.
David G. Cassidy, The Illustrated History of Florida Paper Money (Jacksonville,
1980), 87, 103-04.
Annual Report, 13.
“Secretary & Treasurers Report,” January 1, 1867, P&G file, DNR.
[Emma F. R. Campbell], Biographical Sketch of Honorable Ossian B. Hart, Late
Governor of Florida, 1873 (New York, 1901), 4, 7.
Pettengill, Story of the Florida Railroads, 28.
“Summary of Report filed by Martin July 1, 1874,” rectangular file box
“Papers and Documents Relating to the Suit of Francis Vose vs. Trustees
I. I. Fund,” Land Records and Title Section, DNR.
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haunt them for years began to be heard.54 The financial underpinnings of some roads, most notably the P&G, collapsed, and
the state was forced in lieu of seizing the lines to extend financial
assistance. 55
The FA&GC avoided appeals for state aid other than that
contractually obligated to it, but its finances remained precarious? As the fortunes of the Confederacy waned, the road’s
condition worsened. Bondholders refused to accept Confederate money as payment of interest on its obligations.57 Union and
Confederate depredations resulted in the destruction of its
facilities at Jacksonville and Baldwin (the junction of the
FA&GC and the FRR).58 Both sides tore up portions of the
tracks between the two towns, although Confederate authorities
repaired some of the line with iron seized from the FRR.59 By
the end of the war the road was described as “two streaks of rust
running through the wilderness.“60
The experience of the FA&GC from the end of the Civil
War in April 1865 to its forced sale in March 1868 was one of
desperate struggle against an almost overwhelming economic
tide and an increasingly hostile state government in the guise of
the trustees of the IITF. That is not to say, however, that the
road could not have survived had political and private interests
not coincided to force its affairs to the crisis point.
As seen, the war had wrought devastation to the FA&GC.
That its cars were running at all in July 1865 can be credited to
the fact that, in the wake of the Confederate surrender, the line
had been seized by Union military authorities who, on July 4,
had turned it over for operation by the United States marshal.61
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
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The Union authorities assisted in repairing the line and either
placed at its disposal— or assisted in having placed at its disposal— rolling stock of the P&G and the FRR. 62 By July 20
through trains were running between Jacksonville and Lake
City, and soon the road was returned to the control of its civilian
management.63
The interest of Union military authorities in and support for
the FA&GC stemmed from the need for efficient and dependable communications and transportation betweeen the port of
Jacksonville and the state capital at Tallahassee. Once that link
was assured and the line returned to civilian control, however,
the road was left to its own devices in dealing with its pressing
problems. Paramount among them was an almost absolute lack
of available capital. The editor of the Jacksonville Florida Times
summed the situation up quite well that summer when he wrote:
“Let us have the capital, and by whom or however employed, it
should be welcome, as without it, our prosperity as a people will
be seriously damaged.“64
Silas Niblack, who had become FA&GC president during
the war, spent the summer and fall of 1865 trying to raise sufficient funds to replace rolling stock— it was said at the time that
the line “[was] broken down in motive power”— and to establish
steamer connections from Jacksonville to northern ports.65 By
February of the following year a frustrated Niblack, together
with the road’s other officers, had determined that the line’s
only hope lay in a consolidation with the P&G. Niblack’s insistence that the P&G drop its long-held plans for a Georgia connection proved a stumbling block, however, and by March the
P&G had retaliated by refusing to permit operation of its rolling
stock on FA&GC tracks until a merger was effected on its—
P&G’s— terms.66 Rapidly running out of options, Niblack turned
62.

A.A.A.G. to Albert G. Broome, August 24, 1875, M-1906, roll 2, National
Archives; R. D. Meader to David L. Yulee, September 12, 1865, Yulee
Papers, box 36.
63. Jacksonville Florida Union, July 22, 1865.
64. Jacksonville Florida Times, July 19, 1866, quoted in Paul E. Fenlon, “The
Notorious Swepson-Littlefield Fraud: Railroad Financing in Florida (18681871),” Florida Historical Quarterly 32 (October 1953), 233-34.
65. Meader to Yulee, September 12, 1865, Yulee Papers, box 36; Thompson,
“David Yulee,” 17 1.
66. Jacksonville Florida Union, July 14, 1866; Savannah Daily Herald, March 9,
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to the trustees of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund and
asked that board to approve issuance of the $45,000 in authorized bonds that the board had declined to release in the
summer of 1858.67 The board— which had provided direct aid
to troubled lines, particularly to the P&G, during the war— refused.68 By July, Niblack had given up the fight and resigned as
president of the road.69
To succeed Silas Niblack as president, the FA&GC shareholders turned to a man who appeared to have considerable
clout with the state’s conservative Democratic officials. Seven
months previously, Florida’s voters had elected Ferdinand
McLeod as their representative in the Congress, although that
70
body had refused to seat him. With McLeod’s assistance the
road remained in operation, and by January 1867 the line’s
treasurer reported that efforts to improve its financial position
“[have] been favorable to a certain extent.“71 Nonetheless, the
shareholders understood the company’s tenuous position and,
under the leadership of their new chairman, Ossian B. Hart,
demanded a rigid and ongoing investigation of the company’s
affairs.72
As the FA&GC struggled for its continued existence, other
events soon impacted upon the line. First, in October and
November 1866 the board of the IITF— which only months before had declined assistance to the FA&GC— agreed to a
friendly seizure and reorganization of Yulee’s Florida Railroad.
The action released Yulee’s line from many of its immediate
73
financial pressures. Early the following year, when president
McLeod of the FA&GC requested that the board honor its commitment to pay interest on bonds due on and after September
1, 1866, the board transmitted $20,000 in state bonds for the
purpose but prohibited their use “unless the interest due upon
said Bonds which accrued prior to September, 1866, shall be
paid by the Company in such a manner as to relieve the Internal
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
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Improvement Fund from all further responsibility for the payment of the same.“74 Meanwhile the Congress enacted the First
and Second Reconstruction Acts which sounded the eventual
end of conservative Democratic control of state government and
of the Internal Improvement Trust Fund. Thereafter, events
moved quickly.75
On July 25, 1867, the stockholders of the FA&GC met at
Jacksonville and ousted conservative Ferdinand McLeod as
president. In his stead, and reflective of the Republican leanings
of many of the stockholders, they installed Jacksonville banker
Franklin Dibble who has been described as “a close associate of
the post war ‘conquerors’ of the state.“76 Five days later the
Democratic-controlled board of trustees of the IITF, noting that
“the Florida Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad Company [has]
failed to pay the Sinking Fund of one per cent. per annum on
their bonded debt [a total of $20,000],” ordered the line seized
and sold.77 The position of the man directed by the board to
manage the line prior to its sale provides a clue to the board’s
intentions. He was the superintendent of the Pensacola and
Georgia Railroad.78
FA&GC attorneys— most notably Wilkinson Call, a leading
figure among the conservative Democratic establishment and a
future United States Senator from Florida— were able to win a
postponement of the sale until September 18.79 A few days prior
to the deadline, Democratic Governor David Walker, other officials of the IITF, P&G president Edward Houstoun, and FRR
president David Yulee congregated at Jacksonville where, presumably, meetings were held with FA&GC’s management.80 Offers likely were made by FA&GC agents for a friendly “consolidation” with the P&G, but apparently they were spurned. On
September 18 a bill of injunction was filed in the United States
District Court requesting that the sale be further postponed,
and a temporary injunction was granted.81
74. Receipt of F. A. McLeod, April 5, 1867, P&G file, DNR.
75. Shofner, Nor Is It Over Yet, 157-59.
76. Jacksonville Florida Union, August 10, 1867; Fenlon, “The Notorious Swepson-Littlefield Fraud,” 234.
77. Minutes, I, 305.
78. Savannah Daily News and Herald, September 23, 1867.
79. Minutes, I, 306.
80. Savannah Daily News and Herald, September 23, 1867.
81. Jacksonville Florida Union, September 21, 1867; Minutes, I, 321.
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During the remaining months of 1867 FA&GC officials
sought, in the alternative, either to secure a fresh source of
capital (only $20,000 was needed immediately) or to effect a
friendly merger with the P&G. They failed in the first effort
and were spurned in the second.82 Eventually time simply ran
out. By January 20, 1868, as Florida’s Republican-dominated
constitutional convention commenced its deliberations in Tallahassee, the United States District Court had dissolved its injunction and the still-Democratically controlled IITF board
again ordered the road’s seizure aand sale.83 Last-minute and
ill-fated attempts were made to arrange a consolidation with the
P&C.84 Another injunction was obtained a day before the scheduled sale but was dissolved a day later. On March 4, 1868, the
road was sold for the amount of $111,000.85 The interests of the
line’s shareholders, including the residents of Jacksonville and
Columbia County, were wiped out.86 Not long after the sale of
the FA&GC, one motivation behind the IITF action became
clear as the road’s new owners leased the line to the Pensacola
and Georgia for ninety-nine years. The first year’s rent was
free.87
The Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central Railroad was born,
nurtered, and destroyed in the midst of a highly charged political environment suffused with personal interest. Party principle
neither caused its creation nor its termination; rather, the pri82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
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The failure and sale of the FA&GC haunted Columbia County and
Jacksonville taxpayers for years. In 1866 the legislature had authorized
Jacksonville to issue $30,000 in new bonds to cover its railroad bonds coming due and interest on bonds maturing in 1872. Over time the city called
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vate interests of individuals allied under party banners provided
the dynamic by which its fortunes were determined. Men on all
sides of the issues related to the FA&GC likely believed they
were acting for the public good. Still, their understanding of
public interest hopelessly was entangled and confused with personal ambition and gain.
Interestingly, the decisions most crucial to the fate of the
FA&GC were not made by the legislature or by the courts. Instead, an executive board composed of high-level administrative
officers of the state became the focal point for the clash of public
and private interests. In the end, everyone lost. The investments
of the line’s shareholders were wiped out; needed transportation was denied to the state; and county taxpayers were saddled
for decades with taxes levied to pay off worthless shares. And,
those tragedies were only prelude. Continuing struggles over
control of the line developed within a short time into scandals
involving allegations of corruption touching upon the careers of
many of Florida’s leading public officials, Democrat and Republican. The climate of public opinion that resulted from the turmoil helped to undermine Republican control of the state, as
well as to hinder the development of internal improvements
through the decade of the 1870s. A great price was paid for a
promise left unfulfilled.
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